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abstract
Experiential education is a child-centered educational
framework that is popular in Flemish kindergartens. In
this study, the impact of five experiential practices (au-
tonomy support, stimulation, emotional support, time
for choice activities, and interest-based activities) and
the moderating influence of initial achievement (lan-
guage and arithmetic achievement) was examined. Data
were collected on 2,360 kindergartners (139 classes), their
parents, and their teachers. Hierarchical linear models
examined the extent to which experiential practices and
children’s background characteristics predicted several
aspects of children’s school adjustment: language and
arithmetic achievement, school enjoyment, and inde-
pendent participation. Results indicated that not all ex-
periential practices were related to optimal school ad-
justment; a stimulating teaching style was related to
greater learning gains in academic achievement, but an
autonomy-supportive teaching style was related to
smaller learning gains in academic achievement, espe-
cially among low-achieving children.
D
U R I N G the last century, education gradually developed into a more
child-centered, constructivistic way of thinking and teaching. Education-
alists have been putting an increasing emphasis on children’s needs, expe-
riences, and interests, not only within social-motivational theories such as
the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000), but also in educational
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practice. In Flanders1, this focus resulted in the experiential educational approach
(Laevers&Heylen, 2003), which is a popular framework in Flemish kindergartens. In
other fields of educational research, attention has been given to how the school or the
teacher might differentially affect the school functioning of at-risk children defined
in terms of initial achievement (Cronbach & Snow, 1977; Strand, 2010). Some teach-
ing practices might have a greater positive influence on the school adjustment of
at-risk children compared to their not-at-risk peers. This compensatory effect can
decrease the initial gap in school adjustment. Other teaching practices might, in
contrast, confer greater advantages on those who are initially already advantaged,
creating an educational “Matthew effect” (education largely benefits the advantaged
children and not the disadvantaged children; e.g.,Walberg &Tsai, 1983) and increase
the gap in school adjustment.
The present study will combine two research traditions. First, we will examine the
relationships of experiential practices with achievement, school enjoyment, and in-
dependent participation. Second, in line with studies on differential effects, we will
examine possible moderation effects of being at risk in terms of initial language
achievement and initial arithmetic achievement. In other words, we will examine
whether experiential practices affect the gap between children at risk of school failure
and their low-risk peers.
Experiential Education
The experiential education framework is a child-centered approach which starts
from the premise that all children possess inherent motivational sources, such as
personal interests, integrated values, and a need for autonomy (Laevers, 1992). Ex-
periential teachers create classroom conditions in which these resources stimulate
student learning. Experiential teachers support children’s inner motivational striv-
ings by focusing on three domains: they (a) support children’s free initiative, (b)
offer a classroom environment that is rich and stimulating, and (c) show sensitive
and emotional support toward the students (e.g., Laevers, 1992). In this article, we
will examine the impact of experiential education in kindergarten on children’s early
school adjustment. School adjustment is defined in terms of school achievement,
school affect and attitude, and the involvement or engagementwith the school (Birch
& Ladd, 1997). To describe what exactly experiential teachers do, a distinction can be
made between practices situated at the interpersonal level (i.e., the teacher’s inter-
personal style) and aspects of the learning environment, such as time for choice
activities and interest-based activities (Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). We will now
discuss the important aspects of both teachers’ interpersonal style (the communica-
tive level) and an experiential classroom environment (the organizational level; see
Fig. 1 for an overview).
Experiential Teacher Style
Three dimensions of a teacher’s interpersonal style that have been reported to
reflect an experiential approach are considered here: stimulation, autonomy sup-
port, and emotional support (Laevers & Heylen, 2003). Stimulation refers to the
attempts teachers make to trigger a sense of interest, curiosity, enjoyment, or chal-
lenge. Stimulating teachers provide children with opportunities to analyze, reason,
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create, and integrate knowledge. For example, they ask intriguing questions that
stimulate children’s thinking, invite children to communicate, and introduce activ-
ities in a motivating way (Laevers & Heylen, 2003). Through instructional conversa-
tion, stimulating teachers improve children’s concept development (Kazemi &
Stipek, 2001). Within the developmental framework (Hamre & Pianta, 2005), this
dimension could be considered an aspect of “instructional support.” In correlational
studies, a stimulating teaching style has been found to show a positive but small
association with observed involvement and on-task behavior among kindergartners
(Pianta, La Paro, Payne, Cox, & Bradley, 2002; Van Heddegem, Laevers, & Van
Damme, 2004) and mathematics and language achievement in prekindergarten and
kindergarten (Curby, LoCasale-Crouch, et al., 2009; Pianta et al., 2002). However,
the latter association was not always found among all children (Curby, Rimm-
Kaufman, & Cameron Ponitz, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2005).
The second dimension, autonomy support, pertains to the teacher’s efforts to
adopt an open, noncontrolling attitude in which children’s thoughts, opinions, and
interests are taken into account. Teachers who support autonomy try to involve
children in decision-making processes and in the resolution of conflicts, provide
rationales for uninteresting activities, and so on (Laevers & Heylen, 2003; Reeve,
2006). Both correlational and experimental studies in elementary schools have
shown that children in classrooms taught by autonomy-supportive teachers have
greater interest in the learning material (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981;
Ryan & Grolnick, 1986). Using an experimental design, Grolnick and Ryan (1987)
demonstrated that children taught by autonomy-supportive teachers showed an in-
creased conceptual understanding compared to children in classrooms taught by
more controlling teachers. Among kindergartners, no association has yet been found
between autonomy support and observed involvement (Van Heddegem, Laevers,
et al., 2004), in contrast to studies among high school or university students (Reeve,
Jang, Carrell, Jeon, & Barch, 2004).
Figure 1. Conceptual framework of this study.
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Emotional support refers to the way in which teachers are sensitive toward their
students’ feelings, experiences, and emotions, and encompasses teachers’ warmth,
involvement, respectfulness, and positive affect (Laevers & Heylen, 2003; NICHD
ECCRN, 2002). An emotionally supportive teaching style showed small associations
with greater observed engagement and on-task behavior during kindergarten
(NICHDECCRN, 2002; Pianta et al., 2002; VanHeddegem, Laevers, et al., 2004) and
higher language andmathematics academic achievement among kindergartners and
first graders (Hamre & Pianta, 2005; Pianta et al., 2002).
Experiential Classroom Environment
The classroom environment can have the potential to support children’s active
nature and self-determined strivings. One way to increase children’s sense of enjoy-
ment and improve their learning is to provide a rich environment with interest-
based activities that trigger, or build upon, their interests and preferences (Hidi,
1990). For example, teachers can create open projects in which themes can be ex-
plored that are inspired by the interests of the children (e.g., dinosaurs, princesses;
Laevers & Heylen, 2003). Learning activities and materials that are embedded in
interest-based fantasy contexts positively influenced elementary school children’s
self-reported intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, task involvement, and
performance (Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Parker & Lepper, 1992).
Another way a teacher can support a child’s experience of autonomy and free
initiative is to provide a lot of time for choice activities. In Flemish kindergartens,
choice is usually given by working with different centers (e.g., book center, play
center, arts center). Various experimental studies among elementary school children
have shown that the possibility to make choices resulted in positive outcomes in
terms of intrinsic motivation, task involvement, perceived competence, and perfor-
mance, varying from a small general effect (Patall, Cooper, & Robinson, 2008; Reyn-
olds & Simons, 2001) to large effects (Cordova & Lepper, 1996). However, choice is
only motivating when the choice options are limited and cognitively not too com-
plex. In their meta-analysis, Patall et al. (2008) found that choice had the greatest
effect on intrinsic motivation when participants were provided with three to five
options (limited choice), compared to having only two or more than five (unlimited
choice) options.
The Moderating Role of Initial Achievement
Most educational effectiveness studies focus on the effects of schools on the “aver-
age” student (e.g., Sammons, Nuttall, & Cuttance, 1993). It is assumed that school
effects are similar for other types of students. However, one could argue that some
types of students profit to a different extent from different types of schools and
different types of instruction. Prior achievement has especially been found to mod-
erate the effects of instructional support, as it has been the focus of the aptitude
treatment interaction studies (ATI; Cronbach and Snow, 1977) and educational ef-
fectiveness studies including differential effects (Strand, 2010). Initial language
achievement is an often-used measure to indicate which children are at risk of later
school problems. Kindergartners who already fall behind in terms of speaking or
listening skills might not be poised to understand and learn from reading or math-
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ematics instruction, and therefore might not be able to take advantage of learning
opportunities leading to later reading, spelling, and arithmetic difficulties (Smart,
Prior, Sanson, &Oberklaid, 2001). Initial arithmetic achievement is not only a strong
predictor of later arithmetic difficulties, but is also a strong predictor of later reading
achievement (Duncan et al., 2007; Stock, Desoete, & Roeyers, 2009). Some authors
suggest that initial arithmetic achievement is linked to performance IQ, perhaps
reflecting the abstract problem-solving cognitive capacities (Smart et al., 2001).
The effects of experiential education can be moderated by child characteristics in
two directions, the Matthew effect and the compensation effect. The first type of
differential effects are those (i.e., Matthew effects) that result in an increased gap
between low-risk and high-risk students (Morgan, Farkas, & Wu, 2011). This effect
can result from negative developmental cycles, by which low-risk students profit
most from instruction, and high-risk students fall increasingly behind. The second
type of differential effect is the compensation effect. Here, at-risk students profit
most from education, compared to the low-risk student, and begin to catch up
(Morgan et al., 2011).
Empirical evidence for Matthew effects regarding experiential practices can be
found (e.g., the effect of an emotionally supportive teaching style; Curby, Rimm-
Kaufman, et al., 2009), but is often limited as it applies to more general child-
centered teaching practices (Connor, Morrison, & Petrella, 2004), other moderating
variables (on the effect of choice among high-SES and low-SES participants; Bao &
Lam, 2008; Iyengar & Lepper, 1999; Snibbe & Markus, 2005) or other domains of
interest (such as science; Mayer, 2004).
The second type of differential effect is the compensation effect. Here, at-risk
students profitmost from education, compared to the low-risk student, and begin to
catch up (Morgan et al., 2011). Curby, Rimm-Kaufman, et al. (2009) showed that a
highly stimulating teaching style is positively related to reading skills, but only
amongfirst graderswith low initial reading skills. Similarly, it has been suggested that
a teacher’s emotional support can compensate for the impact of risk factors such as
low initial achievement on kindergartners’ school adjustment (Buyse, Verschueren,
Doumen, Van Damme, & Maes, 2008; Hamre & Pianta, 2005).
Research Objectives
Thepresent study had twomain goals (see Fig. 1 for the conceptual framework). First,
we examined whether various experiential practices predict kindergartners’ achieve-
ment in arithmetic and language, school enjoyment, and independent participation.
Because these practices have generally been found to positively predict children’s
school adjustment, we expected a positive effect of all three dimensions of teacher’s
interpersonal style, interest-based activities, and the amount of time for limited-
choice activities on language achievement, arithmetic achievement, school enjoy-
ment, and independent participation.
Second, the question remainedwhether experiential practices can compensate for
the risk of school failure, or whether they increase the gap between low-risk and
high-risk children. Following the framework of aptitude treatment interaction stud-
ies, moderation effects of children’s initial language and arithmetic achievement
were examined.However, due to the limited amount of previous research, we did not
formulate any a priori hypotheses and followed an exploratory approach.
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Method
Overall Study Design
The data we used are part of the SiBO project2 (Maes, Ghesquière, Onghena, &
Van Damme, 2002; see also Buyse, Verschueren, Verachtert, & Van Damme, 2009).
This project is a longitudinal study following a cohort of children during kindergar-
ten (the year prior to the transition to elementary education) and their elementary
school years in Flanders (the Dutch speaking part of Belgium). Within the SiBO
project, data were collected from parents, teachers, principals, and children. The
present study involves data collected in the school year 2002–2003, when children
(age 5–6) were in kindergarten (the year before elementary school). During that
school year there were several measurement occasions. At the beginning (Septem-
ber) and end of the school year (May), achievement tests were conducted. In Febru-
ary, a questionnaire was sent to every teacher, asking them to make a judgment on
the functioning of each child. The parental questionnaire was sent to all parents in
February.
Participating Students, Parents, and Schools
From the 198 kindergarten schools involved in the SiBO project, 103 schools were
randomly selected and asked to take part in an additional observation study. In 92
schools, with 2,360 children in 139 classes, observations were conducted. The chil-
dren’s mean age at the start of the observations was 5 years and 10months (retained
children were also included in the analysis). There were equal numbers of boys and
girls in the study (51% boys). The children in the observation sample did not differ
significantly from the children from the larger representative SiBO sample; the av-
erage SES (0.03 vs. 0.00), initial language achievement (44.80 vs. 44.42), and initial
arithmetic achievement (43.02 vs. 43.22) were similar.
The Procedure to Train Staff and Collect Data
In February, all observers participated in a training day. During their training,
observers received instructions on how to use the observation instruments, practiced
with video fragments, and got feedback on their scoring of the video fragments. The
observations took place in or aroundMarch. Each classroom was observed during 2
days in which different aspects of the teacher’s interpersonal style and the classroom
environment were examined. One hundred sixty-two observers were involved; both
the observers and the teachers were unaware of the study hypotheses. Most classes
were observed by student teachers (63%), for whom the observations were part of
their curriculum. Besides the student observers, experienced educationalists were
also involved in undertaking observations. Although the student observers were
much less experienced in performing observations than the expert observers, there
were no large differences between the two groups in terms of the mean and standard
deviation of the variables. About 30%of all the classrooms involved in the studywere
observed by two observers who were instructed to observe independently. Among
these classes, two interrater reliability statistics were calculated. At the scale level,
interrater reliability was estimated using single-measure intraclass correlations
(ICCs) from one-way random models. ICCs were high and ranged between .85
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(interest-based activities) and .93 (percentage of time devoted to limited-choice ac-
tivities). At the item level, kappa statistics were calculated. Most items (64%) had
substantial or perfect interrater reliability (kappa .60; Viera & Garrett, 2005), 21%
of the items had moderate interrater reliability (kappa  .40), and 5% of the items
had poor interrater reliability (kappa .20). For 10%of the items the kappa statistic
could not be calculated due to unsymmetrical data.
Measures
Experiential practices. To measure different aspects of a teacher’s interpersonal
style, the Adult Style Observation Schedule (ASOS; Laevers & Heylen, 2003) was
shortened. Three aspects of teachers’ interpersonal style weremeasured: stimulation,
autonomy support, and emotional support. Observers rated the individual teacher’s
behavior on a scale from 1 to 4, once every day (for more information, see Van
Heddegem, Gadeyne, Vandenberghe, Laevers, &VanDamme, 2004). Six itemsmea-
sured the extent of stimulation on the part of the teacher (e.g., “This teacher does not
introduce activities in a motivating way” vs. “This teacher introduces activities in a
motivatingway”; .93, stability between day 1 and day 2 .71, interrater reliability
coefficient .93). Five items measured autonomy support (e.g., “This teacher does
not respond to what the students want and what they find interesting” vs. “This
teacher listens to what children want and respects their choices”;  .92, stability
.60, interrater reliability coefficient .90). Six items assessed the teacher’s emotional
supportiveness (e.g., “This teacher criticizes and discourages children” vs. “This
teacher gives affirmation and enhances self-confidence”;   .92, stability  .60,
interrater reliability coefficient  .87). An exploratory factor analysis with three
factors on the items does not provide a clear factor structure based on the theoretical
framework. Seven factors had an eigenvalue above 1.
To evaluate to what extent teachers incorporated interest-based activities (i.e.,
activities andmaterials based the interests of their pupils), on the second observation
day observers asked the teachers about six (past or current) projects in the class, and
evaluated the material according to whether or not it reflected children’s interests.
This was done on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 representing a traditional approach (only
standard theme projects like “spring” or “the farm” are used; the classroommaterial
does not change according to individual interests) and 4 representing an approach
based on the interests of the children (activities are original and based on an incident
that happened at home or something they saw on television; the classroommaterial
changes according to individual interests). Internal consistency ( .97) and inter-
rater reliability (r .86) were high. Remarkably, the average score was low (see Table
1), indicating thatmost teachers used a rather traditional approach and did notmake
much use of students’ interests in setting up projects and findingmaterials (formore
information, see Van Heddegem, Gadeyne, et al., 2004).
To calculate the amount of time for choice activities, the observers evaluated
throughout the day whether each activity block was an obligatory activity, a limited-
choice activity (with a maximum of four choice options), or an unlimited-choice
activity (five or more choice options) and noted the duration of these blocks. The
amount of time devoted to limited-choice and unlimited-choice activities during the
2 observation days was calculated, and this duration was then compared to the over-
all duration of the instructional time of the 2-day period, resulting in two variables
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indicating the percentage of time devoted to limited-choice activities and unlimited-
choice activities. Activities such as lunch and cleaning up were not included in the
calculation. The correlations between day 1 and day 2 were .30 and .40 (for more
information, see Van Heddegem, Gadeyne, et al., 2004); also, Cronbach’s alphas
indicate poor internal stability (.43 for limited-choice activities and .60 for
unlimited-choice activities).
SES. The construction of the SES variable was based on the parental question-
naire, which contained items about the family’s social, cultural, and economic char-
acteristics. The SES variable in this study was based on five components: the educa-
tional level of the mother and the father, the mother’s and father’s professional
status, and the family income (see Reynders, Nicaise, & Van Damme, 2005, for a
detailed description). The educational level varied from 1 (no diploma or diploma
elementary education) to 5 (college degree), and the professional level ranged be-
tween 1 (no profession/never worked) to 7 (manager or other high function). First,
the mother’s and father’s educational level as well as their professional status were
averaged. Second, a combined variable based on the three remaining variables was
created through factor analysis. Finally, this SES variable was standardized.
Initial achievement.Children’s initial language and arithmetic achievement were
assessed at the beginning (September) of the school year (Verachtert, 2003). The test
of language achievement was a shortened version of the Flemish adaptation of the
original Dutch test (Van Kuyk, 2003) and assessed children’s listening skills (e.g., “Bart
lives in a house with a pitched roof. Put a cross under the correct picture”), auditory
synthesis skills (e.g., “Here you see shoe-boot-sock. Put a cross under s-o-c-k”), writ-
ing orientation skills (e.g., “Put a line under the middle letter of this word”), sounds
and rhyme skills (e.g., “Here you see mouse-bird-monkey-cat. Which word starts
with a b?”), and skills in hearing the first and last word (e.g., “Whichword do I say the
last?Hand-mouth-eye-foot”). The test of arithmetic achievement (Verachtert &Du-
dal, 2004) included the assessment of counting (e.g., “Draw five circles in the flag”),
measuring and arithmetic language (e.g., “Which robe is the shortest?”, “Find the
triangle in the row”), comparing quantities (e.g., “Draw a cross under themushroom
with themost dots”), and understanding concepts of place and order (e.g., “Find the
second car in the row”). Both tests contained 40 items. Internal consistencies were
high, with Cronbach’s alphas of .86 (initial language achievement) and .93 (initial
arithmetic achievement).
School adjustment. The language and arithmetic achievement tests used at the
end of the school year (May) were largely the same as the tests used at the beginning
of the school year (Verachtert, 2003). In order to make the test at the end of the year
more difficult, some items were changed. All test scores were calibrated to create one
scale for language achievement and one scale for arithmetic achievement. Internal
consistencies were high, as Cronbach’s alphas were .86 (language achievement) and
.92 (arithmetic achievement).
In February, the kindergarten teacher filled in a questionnaire for each child in his
or her class evaluating the child’s school enjoyment and independent participation
(Maes, 2003) on a 6-point Likert scale. Four items tapped school enjoyment (e.g.,
“This child does not like school”; .82). Tomeasure independent participation in
class, we used a shortened, translated version of the scale “independent participa-
tion” from the Teacher Rating Scale of School Adjustment (Birch & Ladd, 1997;
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Cornelissen & Verschueren, 2002). This scale contained four items (e.g., “This child
is self-determined and sets his\her own goals”;  .81).
Data Analysis
Wedistinguished two levels in the data—the child level (level 1) and the class level
(level 2). Because we wanted to examine both the impact of child and class charac-
teristics as well as their interaction effects, analyses were conducted using hierarchi-
cal linear regression modeling (Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002; Snijders & Bosker, 1999)
with MLwiN. This analytical technique was specially designed to analyze variables
from different levels simultaneously. All the models were fitted using a maximum-
likelihood (ML)method known as IGLS (iterative generalized least squares). Because
we wanted to interpret the variables in terms of the total population, all explanatory
variables were centered on the grand mean except for gender, which was dummy
coded with girls as the reference category. The selected explanatory variables at each
level are specified below (see Results).
Furthermore, patterns of missing data were analyzed. Because there was not
enough evidence that data were missing completely at random (MCAR) (Little’s
MCAR test, 2(14022) 28407, p .001), and because of the generally low percent-
ages of missingness (see Table 1; ranging from 0% to 14%), missing data were im-
puted. Single-level imputation was used with the expectation-maximalization (EM)
algorithm in SPSS 16.0, following the guidelines of Baraldi and Enders (2010) and
Graham (2009). Furthermore, data were screened to examine the integrity of the
models. To avoid violations of assumptions, all variables (see Table 1) and the resid-
uals at both level 1 and 2 were tested for normality and outliers. Although most
predictor variables were positively correlated with one another, the variance infla-
tion factors (which were all2.5) indicated a low risk for multicollinearity (a VIF of
10 would indicate that the variance of a certain variable can be explained by the
variance of other variables).
Five models were created in different steps. To account for the large number of
fixed parameters tested, the critical level to consider a test significant was nar-
rowed down to .01. In a first step, unconditional models were tested in which the
total variance was partitioned into a component at each level (i.e., child and class
level, Model 1). Second, child-level covariates (i.e., gender, age, SES, initial lan-
guage and arithmetic achievement) were entered simultaneously as fixed effects
into the model (Model 2). To address our first research goal and examine the
effect of experiential practices (class-level variables) on school adjustment, mod-
els were created by entering the five experiential practices (autonomy support,
emotional support, stimulation, interest-based activities, and time for limited-
choice activities) simultaneously into Model 2, so that Model 3 consists of all
experiential practices. To address our second research goal, that is, to evaluate
the moderating role of early risk indicators in the association between experien-
tial classroom practices and school adjustment, we used Model 2 as a starting
point and allowed the slopes of the child-level predictors initial language
achievement and initial arithmetic achievement to vary among classes (Model 4).
The existence of such random effects of child-level variables in the class could
indicate the existence of cross-level interaction effects between these child-level
and class-level variables (Snijders&Bosker, 1999). Thefinal stepwas exploratory.Where
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a significant random effect was found, interaction effects were tested using a forward
stepwise model-building strategy so that Model 5 (see equation 1 for an example) con-
tained significant interaction effects and their constitutive terms. Simple slopes (Aiken&
West, 1991)werecalculated foreach interaction term.Thisparsimoniousmodel-building
strategywas chosen to preventmulticollinearity when incorporatingmultiple correlated
parameters.
Results
Language Achievement
In the first step, the unconditional hierarchical model (Model 1, Table 2) showed
a slight intraclass correlation (ICC): 18.70% ( 15.83/(67.8115.83)) of the total vari-
ance in language achievement was situated at the class level. In the second step
(Model 2, Table 2), the inclusion of the covariates gender, age, SES, initial language,
Table 2. Fixed Effects Estimates and Variance-Covariance Estimates for Hierarchical Models
Predicting Language Achievement
Language Achievement
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE
Fixed parameters:
Intercept 52.25*** .38 52.62*** .27 52.65*** .26 52.59*** .27 52.56*** .26
Age (in months) .12*** .03 .12*** .03 .12*** .03 .12*** .03
Gender .95*** .23 .95*** .23 .96*** .22 .96*** .22
SES .03 .16 .07 .16 .00 .16 .08 .16
ILA .36*** .02 .36*** .02 .37*** .02 .36*** .02
IAA .39*** .02 .39*** .02 .39*** .02 .39*** .02
Stimulation 2.15*** .55 1.93*** .55
Autonomy support .85 .55 .71 .55
Emotional support .56 .64 .45 .63
Interest-based
activities .64 .34 .66* .33
Perc. limited choice 1.67 1.64 1.63 1.62
Autonomy support
ILA .08*** .02
Random parameters:
Class level:
Var (intercept) 15.83*** 2.43 6.55*** 1.01 5.58 .89 6.15*** .98 5.48 .88
Var (ILA) .02*** .01
Var (IAA) .02 .01
Cov (intercept, ILA) .15 .06
Cov (intercept, IAA) .04 .06
Cov (ILA, IAA) .01 .01
Child level 67.81*** 2.04 28.35*** .85 28.32 .85 27.07 .85 28.14 .84
ICC (%) 18.93 18.77 16.46 18.51 16.30
2* log likelihood 16,865 14,806 14,786 14,774 14,770
Note.—SES socioeconomic status, ILA initial language achievement, IAA initial arithmetic achievement. The analyses are
based on the imputed data set; N classes 139, N students 2,360.
*p .05.
**p .01.
***p .001.
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and initial arithmetic achievement led to an improved model fit, 2(5)  2059,
p .001. The variance was reduced at both the class level and the child level (57.50%
of the total variance was explained; this drop in variance was largely due to the
inclusion of initial level of achievement; additional models including only the inter-
cept and the initial score revealed similar variance components to Model 2).
The inclusion of class-level experiential practices (Model 3, Table 2) significantly
improved model fit, 2(5) 20, p .01. Compared to Model 2, the inclusion of the
class-level variables predicted 2.8% of the total variance in language achievement
(and 59.71% compared to Model 1). Of all class-level predictors, stimulation was
positively associated with language achievement. A 1-point increase in the level of
stimulation (on a 4-point scale) equals a 2.15-point increase in language achieve-
ment. If we compare these effects to the average growth in language achievement
over a 10-month period (7.35 52.15 44.80; see Table 1) then a 1-point increase in
stimulation (in terms of the original 4-point Likert scale) is comparable to the learn-
ing gain of roughly 2 months of education.
In step 4, class-level random parameters were added to Model 2, allowing the
slopes of initial language and arithmetic achievement to vary randomly among
classes (Model 4 in Table 2). The inclusion of the random parameter improved
model fit, 2(9) 32, p .001, and the slopes of initial language achievement varied
significantly at the class level. When examining cross-level interaction effects in step
5, the interaction between autonomy support and initial language achievement was
significant at the .001 level, and was added toModel 3 (see equation 1). The inclusion
of this interaction effect in Model 3 led to improved model fit, 2(1) 16, p .001,
explaining 0.83%of the total variance in Model 3 and 59.84%of the total variance in
Model 1. The gap between children with 1 SD below and above the mean of initial
language achievement increased by 1.68 points (or more than 2months of schooling
compared to a learning gain of 7.35) in language when a teacher scored 1 point higher
in autonomy support. When simple slopes were calculated, autonomy support was
negatively associated with language and arithmetic achievement among low initial
language achievers (B1.55, p .01). No significant associationwas found among
high initial language achievers (B0.08, ns; see Fig. 2).
Language achievement ij  0  1Age ij  2Gender ij  3SES ij
 4ILA ij  5IAA ij  6Stimulation ˙j
 7Autonomy support ˙j
 8Emotional support j
 9Interest based activities j
 10Percentage limited choice j
 11Autonomy support j˙ILA ij  u0j  e0ij, (1)
u0j N(0, 0), e0ij N(0, 0).
Arithmetic Achievement
A fair amount of variance (23.64%; see Model 1 in Table 3) in arithmetic
achievement was situated at the class level. In a second step, the inclusion of the
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covariates gender, age, SES, initial language, and initial arithmetic achievement
(see Model 2 in Table 3) led to an improved model fit, 2(5)  3095, p  .001. In
the models predicting language and arithmetic achievement, the variance was
reduced at both the class level and the child level, which explained 74.56% of the
total variance of Model 1. (An additional model including only the intercept and
the initial score revealed that this drop in variance was largely due to the inclu-
sion of initial level of achievement.)
Inclusion of the class-level predictors significantly improvedmodel fit,2(5) 27,
p .001, inModel 3, and explained 3.4%of the total variance ofModel 2 and 75.43%
of the total variance ofModel 1 in arithmetic achievement. Stimulationwas positively
associatedwith arithmetic achievement. A 1-point increase in the level of stimulation
is associated with a 1.27 point increase in arithmetic achievement. If we compare
these effects to the average growth over a 10-month period (8.5; see Table 1) then an
increase in stimulation of 1 point (in terms of the original 4-point Likert scale) equals
roughly the learning gain of 2months of education. Furthermore, autonomy support
was significantly negatively related to arithmetic achievement. A 1-point increase in
the level of autonomy support is associatedwith a 1.06 increase in arithmetic achieve-
ment, which is comparable to the learning gain in more than 1 month of education
(see Fig. 3).
In step 4, the inclusion of the random parameters significantly improved model
fit, 2(9) 46, p .001. Both the slopes of initial language achievement and initial
arithmetic achievement varied significantly at the class level. In step 5, two interac-
tion effects were significant at the .001 level and their inclusion inModel 3 improved
model fit, 2(2)  17, p  .001, but explained only 0.96% of the total variance of
Model 3 (75.66 of the total variance of model 1). First, the association between a
teacher’s stimulation and arithmetic achievement wasmoderated by initial arithme-
tic achievement. A stimulating style was positively associated with arithmetic
Figure 2. Relationship between an autonomy-supportive teaching style and language achievement
for children with initially low (1 SD below the mean), average, and high (1 SD above the mean)
language achievement.
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achievement for children with low initial arithmetic achievement (1 SD, B 1.72, p
 .001), while no significant effect of a stimulating style was found for children who
had higher initial arithmetic achievement (1 SD, B  0.49, ns; see Fig. 4). The
difference in the achievement gap between high (1 SD above themean) and low (1 SD
below the mean) initial achievers diminished by 1.2 arithmetic achievement points
(comparable to more than 1 month of education) when a teacher’s stimulation in-
creased by 1 point. Second, the negative association between autonomy support and
arithmetic achievement was moderated by initial language achievement. Autonomy
support and arithmetic achievement were negatively associated among low initial
language achievers (B1.41, p .001) but unrelated among high initial language
achievers (B0.28, ns). The gap between children with 1 SD below and above the
mean of initial language achievement increased by 1.05 point (or more than 1month
of schooling) in arithmetic achievement when a teacher scored 1 point higher in
autonomy support.
Table 3. Fixed Effects Estimates and Variance-Covariance Estimates for Hierarchical Models
Predicting Arithmetic Achievement
Aritmetic Achievement
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE
Fixed parameters:
Intercept 51.67*** .40 51.20*** .20 51.20*** .19 51.14*** .20 51.15*** .19
Age (in months) .10** .02 .10*** .02 .10*** .02 .10*** .02
Gender .61** .17 .62*** .17 .62*** .17 .62 .17
SES .58*** .12 .61*** .12 .62*** .12 .61*** .12
ILA .15*** .01 .15*** .01 .15*** .01 .16*** .01
IAA .62*** .02 .62*** .02 .62*** .02 .62*** .02
Stimulation 1.27** .40 1.10** .39
Autonomy support 1.06** .40 .83* .40
Emotional support .33 .46 .33 .46
Interest-based
activities .33 .24 .37 .24
Perc. limited choice 3.76** 1.19 3.67* 1.17
Stimulation IAA .06*** .02
Autonomy support
ILA .05*** .02
Random parameters:
Class level:
Var (intercept) 18.28*** 2.66 3.47*** .54 2.85 .47 3.16*** .51 2.77 .46
Var (ILA) .00* .00
Var (IAA) .00* .00
Cov (intercept, ILA) .03 .03
Cov (intercept, IAA) .01 .03
Cov (ILA, IAA) .01 .00
Child level 59.06*** 1.77 16.19*** .49 16.14 .49 15.78*** .50 16.04 .48
ICC (%) 23.64 17.65 15.01 16.68 14.73
2* log likelihood 16,570 13,475 13,448 13,429 13,431
Note.—SES socioeconomic status, ILA initial language achievement, IAA initial arithmetic achievement. The analyses are
based on the imputed data set; N classes 139, N students 2,360.
*p .05.
**p .01.
***p .001.
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School Enjoyment
Model 1 showed an ICC of 21.82%. The inclusion of the covariates in Model 2 led
to an improvedmodel fit, 2(5) 357, p .001, but explained only 9.09%of the total
variance in Model 2. The inclusion of the class-level predictors (Model 3) did not
improve model fit, 2(5)  6, ns. Compared to Model 2, the inclusion of the class-
level predictors explained 1.6% of the total variance in school enjoyment (10.90%
Figure 3. Relationship between an autonomy-supportive teaching style and arithmetic achieve-
ment for childrenwith initially low (1 SD below themean), average, and high (1 SD above themean)
language achievement.
Figure 4. Relationship between a stimulating teaching style and arithmetic achievement for chil-
dren with initially low (1 SD below the mean), average, and high (1 SD above the mean) arithmetic
achievement.
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compared to the total variance inModel 1). No class-level predictors were significant
at the .01 level. In step 4, the inclusion of the random parameter significantly im-
proved model fit, 2(9) 28, p .001, but no significant random effect was found
(see Model 4 in Table 4). Therefore, no interaction effects were examined.
Independent Participation
We found that 12.03%of the total variance in independent participation was situated
at the class level (Model 1, Table 5). Model 2, which includes the covariates, improved
model fit, 2(5) 1370, p .001, and explained 36.09%of the total variance inModel 1.
Model 3didnothaveabetterfit thanModel2,2(5) 5,ns.Noclass-levelpredictorswere
significant.Model 3 explained 1.12%of the total variance in independent participation of
Model 2, and 36.84%of the total variance ofModel 1.
The random slopes of both initial language and arithmetic achievement were
significant at the class level (Model 4, Table 4) and improvedmodel fit, 2(9) 45, p
 .001. One interaction effect was significant at the .001 level. The association be-
tween time devoted to unlimited-choice activities and independent participation
Table 4. Fixed Effects Estimates and Variance-Covariance Estimates for Hierarchical Models
Predicting School Enjoyment
School Enjoyment
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3/5 Model 4
B SE B SE B SE B SE
Fixed parameters:
Intercept 5.00*** .03 5.10*** .04 5.09*** .04 5.10*** .04
Age (in months) .01 .00 .01 .00 .01 .00
Gender .19*** .03 .19*** .03 .19*** .03
SES .06** .02 .06*** .02 .06** .02
ILA .01*** .00 .01*** .00 .01*** .00
IAA .02*** .00 .02*** .00 .01*** .00
Stimulation .03 .08
Autonomy support .17* .08
Emotional support .05 .09
Interest-based
activities .08 .05
Perc. limited choice .01 .24
Random parameters:
Class level:
Var (intercept) .12*** .02 .14*** .02 .13*** .02 .13*** .02
Var (ILA) .00 .00
Var (IAA) .00 .00
Cov (intercept, ILA) .00 .00
Cov (intercept, IAA) .00 .00
Cov (ILA, IAA) .00 .00
Child level (²0) .43*** .01 .36*** .01 .36*** .01 .35*** .01
ICC (%) 21.82 28.00 26.53 27.08
2* log likelihood 4,919 4,565 4,559 4,537
Note.—SES socioeconomic status, ILA initial language achievement, IAA initial arithmetic achievement, enc. encour-
agement. The analyses are based on the imputed data set; N classes 139, N students 2,360.
*p .05.
**p .01.
***p .001.
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significantly varied according to children’s initial level of arithmetic achievement
(see Fig. 5, Table 5). A high number of unlimited-choice activities stimulated inde-
pendent participation among childrenwith high initial arithmetic achievement (B
0.93, p  .01), but not among children with low initial language achievement (B 
0.23, ns). The difference between the independent participation of children with low
(1 SD) versus high (1 SD) initial arithmetic achievement significantly increased
by 0.06 point when a teacher devoted 10%more time to unlimited-choice activities.
Inclusion of this interaction effect led to improvedmodel fit,2(2) 17, p .001, and
explained 2.38% of the total variance in Model 3 (38.34% of the total variance in
Model 1).
Discussion
The effects of child-centered educational practices like experiential education have
been the focus of much discussion in the literature (Stipek, 2006). Both positive
Table 5. Fixed Effects Estimates and Variance-Covariance Estimates for Hierarchical Models
Predicting Independent Participation
Independent Participation
Model 1 Model 2/3 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE
Fixed parameters:
Intercept 3.88 .04 3.96*** .05 3.96*** .05 3.95*** .05 3.96*** .05
Age (in months) .01* .00 .01* .00 .01** .00 .01* .00
Gender .17*** .03 .17*** .03 .18*** .03 .17*** .03
SES .13*** .02 .13*** .02 .14*** .03 .14*** .02
ILA .03*** .00 .03*** .00 .03*** .00 .03*** .00
IAA .05*** .00 .05*** .00 .05*** .00 .05*** .00
Stimulation .02 .10 .03 .10
Autonomy support .05 .10 .12 .10
Emotional support .00 .12 .02 .12
Interest-based
activities .04 .06 .05 .06
Perc. limited choice .51 .30 .77* .32
Unlimited choice .58* .27
Unlimited choice IAA .03*** .01
Random parameters:
Class level:
Var (intercept) .16*** .03 .23*** .03 .22*** .03 .20*** .03 .20 .03
Var (ILA) .00* .00
Var (IAA) .00* .00
Cov (intercept, ILA) .00 .00
Cov (intercept, IAA) .00 .00
Cov (ILA, IAA) .00 .00
Child level 1.17*** .04 .62*** .02 .62*** .02 .58*** .02 .62 .02
ICC (%) 12.03 27.06 26.19 25.64 24.39
2* log likelihood 7,217 5,847 5,842 5,802 5,825
Note.—SES socioeconomic status, ILA initial language achievement, IAA initial arithmetic achievement. The analyses are
based on the imputed data set; N classes 139, N students 2,360.
*p .05.
**p .01.
***p .001.
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effects as well as negative effects have been found regarding child-centered educa-
tional practices (e.g., Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, & Milburn, 1995; Morrison & Connor,
2002). The present study extends previous research and is unique in three ways. First,
it differentiated between various educational practices at both the communicative
level (i.e., teachers’ interpersonal style) and the organizational level (i.e., experiential
classroom environment). Second, we examined whether the impact of these experi-
ential practices depends on initial achievement (i.e., initial language and arithmetic
achievement). Third, the data were about kindergartners, an age group for which
only limited research is available regarding the effects of autonomy support, interest-
based activities, and the impact of choice. Nevertheless, kindergartners are at a very
important and critical phase in their education (Al Otaiba et al., 2008).
In sum, three findings emerged: First, teachers’ stimulation was related to lan-
guage achievement and arithmetic achievement, but the latter association was
moderated by initial arithmetic achievement. The association between teacher stim-
ulation and arithmetic achievement was the strongest among children performing
initially low on the arithmetic test, while no significant association was found among
children performing above average on the initial test. Second, an autonomy-
supportive teaching style was negatively related to language and arithmetic achieve-
ment among children with low initial language achievement, but unrelated to
achievement among high-achieving children. Third, time for unlimited-choice ac-
tivities was positively related to independent participation among childrenwith high
and average initial arithmetic achievement, but unrelated among children with low
initial arithmetic achievement.
Figure 5. Relationship between the amount of unlimited-choice time and independent participa-
tion for children with initially low (1 SD below themean), average, and high (1 SD above themean)
arithmetic achievement.
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Teachers’ Interpersonal Style
Of all the experiential practices included in this study, a stimulating teaching style
was the only practice that was positively related to the school achievement of kinder-
gartners, as expected. In accordance with previous studies in early education (Curby,
LoCasale-Crouch, et al., 2009; Pianta et al., 2002), it was found that a highly stimu-
lating teaching style was associatedwith higher language and arithmetic achievement
at the end of kindergarten. Furthermore, we showed that a stimulating teaching style
could play a compensatory role. Although previous studies suggested that a stimu-
lating learning environment has the largest benefits on school achievement for chil-
dren with low initial language achievement (Curby, Rimm-Kaufman, et al., 2009)
and low SES (Hamre&Pianta, 2005), this study suggests that the association between
a stimulating teaching style and arithmetic achievement might be moderated by
a child’s initial arithmetic level. Children who enter kindergarten with lower or
average initial arithmetic achievement seem to profit (in terms of higher levels of
arithmetic achievement) from a stimulating teacher, while children with high
initial arithmetic achievement seem to have no significant benefit from a teach-
er’s stimulating style.
Many previous studies among elementary school children or older students
showed that an autonomy-supportive teaching style positively influences children’s
school adjustment (for a review, see Reeve, 2006). In contrast to our hypothesis, our
results failed to replicate these outcomes, and we even found that an autonomy-
supportive teaching style was negatively related to language achievement among
children with low initial language achievement and negatively related to arith-
metic achievement among children with low or average initial language achieve-
ment. In contrast to older children, kindergartners seem to suffer detriment from
a teacher that encourages their self-determined activity and avoids using con-
trolling language. How can we explain these results? Perhaps an autonomy-
supportive teaching style is associated with poorer instructional structure or
clarity, and some kindergartners cannot cope with such an open environment.
Children who enter kindergarten with fewer language skills and a poorer vocab-
ulary might be especially less able to express themselves or understand what their
teacher is saying. It is possible that in classrooms in which teachers focus on
children’s expression of interests, opinions, and so on (i.e., an autonomy-
supportive teaching style), the initially less eloquent children will be less involved
and eventually perform lower on language and arithmetic tests.
The final aspect of the teacher’s interpersonal style, emotional support, failed to
predict any child outcome. This is in contrast with our expectation andwith previous
research in which teachers’ emotional support positively affected children’s socio-
emotional or motivational functioning and achievement (e.g., NICHD ECCRN,
2002). Also, these results did not replicate previous studies that found a compensa-
tory role of a teacher’s emotional support (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2005). A teacher’s
emotional support could not moderate the influence of children’s initial achieve-
ment on school adjustment. One possible explanation for the fact that we failed to
replicate the previous studies is that the relatively high mean and the low standard
deviation of this scalemight point to a ceiling effect, and this low observed variability
between teachers could mask some findings.
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Experiential Classroom Environment
In contrast to previous studies among older children (e.g., Cordova & Lepper,
1996) and to our expectations, the amount of interest-based activities and materials
was unrelated to school adjustment, and nomoderation effect of initial achievement
could be found. Perhaps because children in this study were very young, their devel-
oping interests might not be very determinative for whether they will engage in a
certain learning activity. It is possible that at this young age, other factors such as
attractiveness, novelty, the introduction, options, and so on are more determinative
of whether children become motivated toward a certain learning activity. Another
issue regards the general nature of this scale; the interests are based on general inter-
ests in the classroom instead of taking into account children’s individual interests,
and are therefore not necessarily beneficial for all children.
Providing time for limited-choice activities in class is generally seen as an effective
way to support children’s need for autonomy, and it has been suggested that offering
choices will improve motivation and achievement (Ryan & Deci, 2000), but that the
number of choice options may not be too large (Katz & Assor, 2007; Patall et al., 2008).
Therefore, we hypothesized that only the amount of time spent on limited-choice activ-
ities would be related to optimal school adjustment. However, the amount of limited
choice was unrelated to school adjustment. The amount of unlimited-choice activities
was only positively related to independent participation among childrenwith average or
high initial language achievement, as had been suggested by previous studies (Snibbe &
Markus, 2005). Perhaps children who have trouble processing complex information
(andhave lower initial arithmetic achievement)might be less at ease in anopen environ-
ment with a lot of unlimited-choice time and more complex rules compared to their
peers with higher initial arithmetic achievement.
Limitations
Seven limitations must be mentioned. First, although the results were controlled
by including a number of important child covariates such as gender, age, SES, and
initial achievement, the correlational nature of the data does not allow for any causal
inferences. Other instructional variables (e.g., offering structure, spending time on
reading and arithmetic instruction) that were not included in the study could per-
haps help to explain the results obtained. It is also important to recognize that the
results do not specify a direction. For example, teachers’ stimulation may have con-
tributed to language achievement, or high language achievement may have allowed
teachers to interact in a more stimulating way. In a similar way, the interpretation of
our interaction effects can be considered as a cross-classroom difference effect. Put
differently, the cross-level interaction effects also indicate that the ability of initial
level of language or arithmetic achievement to predict school adjustmentwithin each
classroom depends on certain class characteristics. Experimental research is neces-
sary to examine the direction of these effects. In this study, a lot of time spent on
unlimited-choice activities affects independent participation, but this does not imply
that a small amount of time spent on choice activities will have the same effect
(Pianta, Belsky, Vandergrift, Houts, & Morrison, 2008). Another limitation related
to the measurements pertains to the “general” nature of the observation scales. The
observation scales are operationalized in terms of a teacher’s attitude toward the
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student population in general. Perhaps amore differentiated view, in which teacher-
child interactions are measured, can shed a more nuanced and clearer image of the
effects of specific experiential practices (see, e.g., Smolkowski and Gunn, 2012). To
truly test the child-centered idea, one needs research at a micro-level, incorporating
specific teacher-child interactions andmoment-to-moment observations of a child’s
engagement, motivation, and learning. Fifth, teacher ratings of children’s school
enjoyment or independent participation do not necessarily reflect children’s true
school enjoyment or independent participation. Teacher ratings may be biased by
social desirability or the inability to perceive or observe children’s functioning.
Moreover, it might be true that teachers’ ability to observe and rate their students’
functioning might be associated with a certain teaching style or certain teaching
activities. Another problem with teacher ratings relates to the fact that these ratings
were conducted about 1 month before the observations took place. The present
approachmakes sense only if it is assumed that stable aspects of both the children and
the teachers were measured. Sixth, although the scales and items used in this study
reflect somemajor concepts within the area of school psychology, the scales have not
extensively been used yet in other research, making the connection to other studies
less transparent. Another problem with the observation instruments was already
reported; the day-to-day stability of the measures indicating time devoted to choice
activities was low. Future research that incorporates well-established instruments
might shed more light on the generalizability of the present findings. A final limita-
tion is that because we used a stepwise procedure in testing moderation effects, the
results should be cross-validated in a new dataset in future research.
Implications
In contrast to the reality in U.S. schools, with a stronger focus on accountability,
the curriculum, and fewer unlimited-choice time (Stipek, 2006), Flemish kindergar-
ten teachers are stimulated to focus on providing experiential practices in their class-
room. Flemish teachers are encouraged to create time for (limited) choice activities,
involve their students when decisions need to be made, try to motivate children
without using controlling language, and so on. This study examined these different
practices and failed to provide evidence that all experiential practices favor children’s
school adjustment in terms of school enjoyment, independence, and their language
and arithmetic achievement. A stimulating teaching style was generally associated
with higher school achievement, while autonomy support was generally associated
with lower school achievement. These differences perhaps reflect the differences in
the literature regarding the effects of child-centered education practices; some prac-
ticesmight bemore beneficial than others. Perhaps this difference could be explained
by the amount of teacher guidance. A stimulating teaching style requires direct
teacher guidance, whereas guidance is less crucial for autonomy support. Teacher-
guided instruction has been proven to be effective for school achievement, while
unguided instruction has been found to be less effective, or sometimes even detri-
mental for school achievement (Kirschner, Sweller, &Clark, 2006;Mayer, 2004). The
most effective education is instruction that embeds structured and guided activities
that are meaningful and fun for young children (Stipek, 2006). Kindergartners espe-
cially might be prone to the effects of unguided versus guided instruction (Alfieri,
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Brooks, Aldrich, & Tenenbaum, 2011). Perhaps the unguided aspects of autonomy/
support might not be developmentally appropriate for kindergartners.
Second, this study included an exploratory section suggesting that studentsmight
differentially respond to experiential practices according to certain student charac-
teristics such as initial achievement. Children with initially low arithmetic scores
have higher scores at the end of the school year when they have a teacher who
stimulates them to think and act, compared to childrenwith higher initial arithmetic
scores. Surprisingly, less eloquent pupils achieve worse when their teacher adopts an
autonomy-supportive style compared to a more controlling teaching style. It seems
that this practice is associated with larger inequality between high and low initial
achievers, and thus with a Matthew effect (e.g., Morgan et al., 2011; Walberg & Tsai,
1983). These effects might be reflected in previous studies on child-centered educa-
tion indicating that it is especially detrimental for initial low achievers (Morrison &
Connor, 2002; Connor et al., 2004). Perhaps the unguided nature of this teaching
style is especially detrimental for initially low achievers, while more teacher-guided
experiential practices (e.g., stimulation) benefited less able learners (Kirschner et al.,
2006; Kyllonen & Lajoie, 2003). This “appropriate fit” between teacher guidance and
needed guidance has been found to be an important indicator of school adjustment
(Trawick-Smith & Dziurgot, 2011). We argue that teachers and school psychologists
should be encouraged to focus on the experience of children and the identification of
their needs and let this “experience-based approach” (Laevers & Heylen, 2003; Sti-
pek, 2006), instead of a mere focus on experiential practices, be their guide.
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1. Flanders is the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium. From the age of 2.5, children can enter
preschool, which inmost schools consists of three subsequent “grades.” Kindergarten is considered
the preparatory year to elementary education, which starts in the year in which the child becomes
6 years old. Kindergartners are on average 5 years old. Although there are no formal lessons or
assessments, kindergarten teachers are obliged to focus on certain government-determined edu-
cational goals. Although it is voluntary, 99% of all children are going to kindergarten on a regular
basis. Most kindergartens are attached to a particular primary school, and often share buildings or
other facilities.
2. SiBO is the Dutch acronym for Schoolloopbanen in het BasisOnderwijs (School Careers in
Primary Education).
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